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You’ve now arrived at one of the most challenging but rewarding methods for 
bread baking—sourdough. Some of the most wonderful experiences take work 
to achieve and no doubt about it, sourdough is a project. It takes time. It takes 
attention, patience, and care. We actually consider those efforts additional 
“ingredients” in a sourdough bread. You’re now in fun territory where rules  
are written, but they can be broken, molded, and shaped to create something 
special and new. Gluten-full sourdough baking has a pretty ingrained path in 
bread baking history, but we’re creating new gluten-free methods and traditions 
that will hopefully be used for thousands of years to come.

We’ve discussed sourdough a bit in this course so far, but let’s go in  
depth more. 

Sourdough is type of bread that’s made by fermenting dough using naturally 
occurring yeast and lactobacilli (which is an almost baguette-shaped bacterium 
that produces sour-flavored lactic acid when it eats a carbohydrate food 
source). A sourdough starter is how we cultivate the wild yeast and beneficial 
bacteria in a form that we can use for baking a loaf of bread, and over time as  
a starter matures, it can end up containing multiple wild yeast strains and 
multiple strains of lactobacillus. It’s simply a jar of flour (which is a food source 
and a substrate for cultivation), water, and beneficial microscopic organisms. 
Since wild yeast is present in all flour—it lives on the grains and it’s in the air 
around us—we can make a starter simply by combining flour and water, keeping 
it warm, and letting it sit for several days. But wild yeast is wild after all, so to 
bring more predictability to our efforts we can get one started by using a bit of 
wet or dry starter from a friend, or by ordering a dry starter culture online and 
adding it to flour and water at home. Be sure to look for GF starter cultures if 
you must avoid gluten and want to jumpstart a starter with a purchased culture. 
Check the Resources for leads.

It’s important to note that the term “sourdough” doesn’t necessarily mean that 
the bread will be overtly sour—the level of sourness all depends on length of 
fermentation time and the ingredients. The longer the dough ferments or the 
hungrier the starter is when added to the dough, the more sour it can be. Sour 
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is a taste that indicates that the yeast was hungry—bakers use this to develop 
their breads. “Sourdough” is a type of bread yes, but it’s also a term used to 
describe the biological leavening method, more so than the actual flavor result  
of a bread. Yes, sourness and tartness is an inherent part of sourdough bread 
thanks to lactobacilli, but the flavor in a naturally leavened bread is so much 
more complex than one note of sour. Biologically leavened bread not only can 
taste sweet, nutty and complex, but it brings aroma into the eating experience 
like no other bread. You can almost smell a naturally leavened loaf of bread in  
the back of your throat as you chew—and the flavors change as you continue to 
chew. Sourdough also has built-in natural preservative power. Each loaf retains 
more moisture, and is less likely to go stale or grow mold quickly thanks to the 
fermentation acids in the dough. 

What Makes Sourdough Great?
Well, it’s the closest thing to magic we can create in the kitchen. You get one  
loaf of bread from one package of active-dry, store-bought yeast, while one 
sourdough starter can yield hundreds, even thousands of loaves and be passed 
on for generations. Plus, biologically leavened bread is just plain in sync with 
nature. Fermented, natural leavening of dough actually prepares and enhances 
the grain so our body can absorb the nutrients. If you want the nutrition,  
sourdough is the way to go. 

Consider this: snakes have fangs, skunks have stink, and certain plants— 
especially grains, nuts, and seeds—have anti-nutrients to protect them  
and ensure their survival. Imagine an invisible force field made up of natural 
compounds like phytic acid, tannins, and saponins, and it’s locked up airtight. 
These compounds can interfere with our body’s ability to digest and absorb 
certain nutrients, but that’s by design. It’s a pretty ingenious natural defense 
mechanism, really. Grain is a perfect little package of everything it needs to 
survive and grow, and it’s loaded with nutrients. If given water, soil and sun,  
one little grain can grow tall and yield more grain. That power is worth  
protecting, and anti-nutrients are how plants do it. 
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For example, grains like quinoa contain saponins, which have soap-like, astringent 
taste and physical properties—ever notice foam when rinsing quinoa? So, if I’m a 
hungry bird in a field of quinoa, that grain doesn’t taste very good, and I move on. 
The grain survives another day. Let’s stick with the bird example. Say one soars 
across a field of seeds, yells “jackpot” and eats their fill. Well, anti-nutrients protect 
those seeds by preventing digestion and absorption—force field in action. And 
they pass right on through the bird’s body, and get this, are deposited to the soil 
below complete with fertilizer! Nature is smart. But that collective wisdom includes 
us humans, too. 

We have the brainpower to trick the grain into unlocking its protective armor  
so we can reap the nutritional, life-sustaining rewards. Fermentation is the key. 
Allowing the dough to ferment can actually enhance nutrient content, and some 
studies have shown that it can increase protein, too. If you want to gain nutrition 
from each bite of bread, but you also want to keep the anti-nutrient compounds 
in the grain from chelating additional nutrients from your body, take the time  
to prepare your dough by calling on nature’s helpers—beneficial bacteria and 
yeasts—to prepare those grains for you. The acid levels in a fermented dough 
help to break down phytates and unlock the benefits.

 
How to Get a Starter?
There are a few ways that you can bring a sourdough starter into your life and 
we’ll show you how.

Call a pal: Get some starter from someone you know, but make sure it’s a gluten- 
free starter if you have sensitivity—the culture should be grown with gluten-free 
flour. Most folks who ferment and culture foods are proud of their culture babies 
and they’ll happily share some.

Purchase one: There are a few businesses that supply excellent dry starters for 
purchase. Be sure to check your Resources for leads or do some research and 
make sure you purchase from a quality supplier. 
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Make one: You can simply use organic grapes to get a starter going. They have 
wild yeasts on their skin and the sugars from the grapes and the carbohydrates 
from the flour make an excellent food source for microbes and ultimately, a 
vigorous starter.   

Maintaining a Starter 
Once you’ve cultured a starter, you can keep it going for as long as you want if 
you feed it regularly. When the starter is needed for baking, you’ll feed it a few 
times daily to get it nice and bubbly, but when you aren’t baking, feedings can 
be less frequent. Don’t freak out about the time commitment of feedings. 
Sourdough starters are resilient.

When you aren’t activating your starter for baking, you can store it in the fridge, 
feeding 2–4 times per month. It’s just nice to feed your starter, but if you forget 
about it for a few months, don’t worry. Neglected starter will accumulate a lot 
of gas and alcohol (aka hooch), so open the lid to release these gases and give 
the culture some oxygen—it needs to breathe. If long forgotten, your starter will 
lack bubbles, look still, separated, and it may have a strong, boozy, or cheesy 
aroma. The acidity in the starter discourages spoilage and the proliferation of 
harmful microorganisms—the same principles that apply to sauerkraut and 
kombucha apply here. You just need to spend a day or three reviving the starter 
using the warm-temperature-feed-and-discard method to get that flavor, volume, 
and vigor back. Ancient Egyptians, lumberjacks and Gold Rush miners probably 
didn’t feed their sourdough starters twice a day during their travels. We can 
keep a sourdough starter alive without much effort—getting it ready to leaven 
bread is where the work, attention, and affection come into play. You can revive 
the starter using the tips found in the Practice Recipes and Resources.

When storing sourdough starter, always use a solid lid on the starter jar to keep 
mold and unwanted bacteria away from the colony. Some fridges, usually older 
ones, will flash-freeze foods. If your starter is frozen, simply thaw and revive 
with frequent feedings and warmth. You can freeze the starter if you’re going 
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away for an extended period of time, but the cold temps can kill off a lot of 
yeast in the starter, so we recommend drying it instead. See your Resources, 
try both methods, do what works for you.

In general, when you’re activating a starter for baking, bring it to the counter, 
feed it often, and keep it warm. We share loads of tips in the Practice Recipes.

Sourdough is not just science, it’s art.  Know that your methods will differ from 
baking books, the neighbor, the bread blogger, and the artisanal baker. Your 
approach may also change over time as you make new discoveries with each 
bake. That’s a-ok. Respect the process that works for you, nurture it and fine-
tune it. It can only get better and more masterful with practice.

 
Getting a Starter Ready for Baking  
aka Activating your starter
We share loads of tips and step-by-step instruction for activating your starter  
in the Practice Recipes and Resources. In general, you’ll discard some, save 
some and feed it with warm water and flour, and keep it warm. How much flour 
and water depends on how much starter you need and where you are in the 
activation process.

To activate a cold starter from the fridge, you’ll likely need to feed it a few times 
over the course of a few days to get it vibrant again. For these frequent feedings, 
in general, you’ll do a 1:1:1 ratio of starter:flour:water. When activating, we like to 
use the ratio with 35g to save ingredients. You’ll discard all but 35g of starter, 
rinse the jar well and return that 35g of starter to the clean jar, then feed that 
starter 35g of fresh flour and 35g of non-chlorinated warm water. Stir and then 
scrape the sides of the jar down to keep it clean, and keep it warm. When that 
amount has doubled in height, repeat the 1:1:1 feeding until the starter is doubling 
within 2–3 hours of feeding. At that point, it’s activated, but you’ll need more to 
actually bake with, so you’ll do a 1:2:2, 1:3:3, or 1:4:4 feeding depending on how 
much starter you need. You just want to make sure that when you bake, you 
have enough leftover to feed again and continue the starter for the long-term.
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The discard-step can be hard for some to get on board with, but it’s important. 
The culture needs a constant, fresh food source to become vigorous, without  
a lot of competition. As soon as flour and water are mixed together, the yeast 
and lactobacilli work super hard to not only eat the bounty, but they’re  
simultaneously creating an environment where they can proliferate and eat 
safely without hungry competitors like mold and bad bacteria. This is what 
fermentation is in simple terms, a feast with equal defensive action being taken 
that creates an acidic environment inhospitable to these unwelcome threats. 
As yeast and lactobacilli eat, they excrete waste and gas (CO2) and some die—
feeding often allows them to have a constant, clean food source. This makes  
for happy yeast. 

Keep a jar of the “discard starter” in the fridge (which slows fermentation due 
to colder temps). Then, use some with fresh flour for pancakes and waffles; 
pizza crusts; flatbreads; even cake. Whatever amount of starter you add to a 
recipe, reduce that amount of flour and water from the recipe to balance things 
out. You can also start a whole new culture with the “discarded” starter. Try 
different flour combinations. Gift one of the starters to someone, or make  
extra loaves of bread to gift or to freeze. Starter can also go in the compost 
bin—there’s plenty for the bacteria and yeast to eat and break down in there. 
We also have tips for drying and storing the starter in your Resources. 

 
How Do I Know if I’ve Done It Right? 
Like most living things, sourdough starter is resilient and can bounce back  
from trauma or neglect if given care, sustenance, and a little love. Here are a 
few things to look for and a few things to try if you think you missed the mark. 
When in doubt, feed it a few times and look for signs of life—bubbles and puff. 
Use the tips found in your Resources, too.

In general…
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Smell: Sourdough starter should smell slightly yeasty and sweet, for example 
like rice-y baby food if using brown rice flour. If it smells putrid, cheesy, super 
boozy, or like vomit, your starter may not be acidic enough to deter unwelcome 
microorganisms. All is not lost though, as long as there is no mold, you may be 
able to revive the starter. Ditch most of it, and start building again with the 1:1:1 
ratio using 35g of the original starter, fresh flour, and non-chlorinated warm 
water. Keep up with consistent, frequent feedings  and keep it warm. You can 
also try stirring in some unpasteurized apple cider vinegar, kombucha or lemon 
juice to boost acid and reduce the pH. The more the lactobacillus ferments,  
the more acidic the starter becomes and that deters, battles, and kills stinky, 
harmful bacteria. Adding apple cider vinegar or lemon juice creates the ideal 
acidic environment quickly. Putrid smells mean there’s an imbalance in the  
mix, so work that starter using the 1:1:1 ratio to get it back to smelling inviting, 
like bread dough. If it smells boozy, or like nail polish, you need to feed it more 
frequently, the smell comes from the yeast running out of food and being 
forced to eat dead yeast and its waste. All of these smells are the language  
the microbes use to communicate their needs with us, we just need to learn 
this language.

Looks: We want bubbly, vigorous, voluminous starter for baking and storing.  
If you’ve been feeding it and it’s flat or only slightly bubbly, the issue is usually 
that it’s not warm enough to be active. Once fed, keep the starter warm between 
74ºF–85ºF (23°C–29°C). You can go higher in temperature (if you’re trying  
to activate fast) up to 100°F–125°F (38°C–52°C), just know that when  
temperatures reach 135°F–140°F (57°C–60°C) yeast will begin to die and  
these higher temperatures can cause strong or off-flavors in your starter).  
85ºF (29°C) seems to be an ideal temperature for happy yeast activation in  
a starter. If your starter has a lot of hooch on the top, it’s simply hungry. Pour 
off the liquid and feed it. If you see mold on the top of your starter or on the 
sides of the jar, start over. Don’t mess with mold. Try adding lemon juice or 
apple cider vinegar when you feed your starter if mold is a problem. 
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Taste: The two main acids in sourdough are acetic acid and lactic acid. Acetic 
is vinegary and lends tang, the lactic acid is sour. A healthy starter should have 
a strong tartness and sourness, similar to the experience of tasting lemon juice. 
Strong sour flavor won’t dominate your bread unless you want it to. Similar to 
using lemon juice in cooking, sourdough starter enhances flavors and brings 
out the best of all the players in a recipe. If you prefer a stronger sourness to 
your bread, you can use more starter in your dough. Or, you could not feed the 
starter as frequently, which will create more sour flavor in the starter. You can 
also keep the hooch in your starter, stir it in and use that to leaven your loaves. 
If you want less sour flavor, make sure you use a starter that has been frequently 
fed—this minimizes alcohol content, acidity, and sourness of the starter and 
ultimately your loaf.  

Well, I think you can now get a starter going with confidence no matter how you 
choose to do it. Take that lesson recap and have fun with the Practice Recipes.
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